THE WAVE OF THE FUTURE 

From four Causes to four laws or mcLuhan Revisited 

Paul Schumann 



"...the wave of the future... the wave of the future... the wave of the future... the wave of the 
future... 

Attributed to Howard Hughes, "The Aviator" 



Preface 

The origin of this work is a couple of Monday Morning Memos 1 from Roy 
Williams, and an article by Norman Mailer 2 . The questions raised caused me to 
think about Marshal McLuhan and the books I read about 30 years ago. I posted 
a quick response 3 to Mailer's article based on my recollection. But I realized that I 
must reread McLuhan. So, I reread those books, this time to the point that I'm 
beginning to understand, as well as some additional material I researched. The 
result is this article. This article is not an attempt to justify or critique McLuhan, it 
is merely an attempt to understand him and communicate my understanding to 
you. 

McLuhan began his study of media with work on advertising that culminated in 
his book The Mechanical Bride. The first book I read by McLuhan was 
Understanding Media that was published in 1964. He was an academic who 
refused to act like one. He was criticized for his use of media to get his message 
out, an undeserved criticism. He felt strongly about the necessity for everyone to 
'wake up' and become aware of the invisible effects of media, not the message, 
on our culture. He was not a critic or an advocate of the changes he was 
describing. He was like an artist trying to show others what he saw. 



1 Monday Morning Memos 11/11/04 (Marketing without Media) and 1/24/05 (Voices of Dissent). 
www.wizardofads.com 

" Norman Mailer, "One Idea", Parade Magazine , 1/23/05 

The Innovation Road Map Travelogue, www.theinnovationroadmap.com/Travelogue.html 



Glocal Vantage Inc, PO Box 26947, Austin, TX 78755-0947, 512.302.1935, 

PAUL. SCHUMANN @,GLOCAL VANTAGE. COM, WWW.GLOCALVANTAGE.COM 



He was a poet and philosopher, not a scientist. He was similar to Lucretius 4 who 
wrote an epic poem describing his philosophy of the world. 

His writing is dense, with references to a vast amount of knowledge not 
possessed by the ordinary reader and filled with poetics, making his work difficult 
to understand. 

"By the mid-1970s, a number of books appeared attacking McLuhan's work, 
branding him too conservative, too Catholic, too flippant and, above all, arguing 
that he was a technological determinist. Emboldened by the intellectuals, 
newspaper reviewers trashed his latest books. Undaunted, McLuhan begins his 
work on the Laws of Media, his grand unified theory... But, by the time he 
formulated the Laws, McLuhan had lost his audience. Journalist were baffled by 
him and most academics were dismissive. 5 " 

Remember as you read this, McLuhan was a poet. For example, even if his 
explanation of the physiology of TV is incorrect, his understanding of the effects 
of TV is profound. 

I found his observations about the culture we are in now to be shockingly 
profound. So, I put myself in the category of Tom Wolfe when he wrote, "What if 
he's right? 6 " 

This article begins with a brief description of the Four Causes of Reality and then 
describes some of McLuhan's observations - the medium is the message, hot 
and cool media, pre-literate to literate to post literate, my interpretation of the 
characteristics of the post literate society, and the four laws. It closes with a 
discussion of the wave of the future. 



4 Titus Lucretius Carus (died c. 50 BC) was an Epicurean poet writing in the middle years of the first 
century BC. His six-book Latin hexameter poem DE RERUM NATURA (DRN for short), variously translated 
ON THE NATURE OF THINGS and ON THE NATURE OF THE UNIVERSE, survives virtually intact, although 
it is disputed whether he lived to put the finishing touches to it. As well as being a pioneering figure in the 
history of philosophical poetry, Lucretius has come to be our primary source of information on Epicurean 
physics, the official topic of his poem. Source: http : //pi ato . st anf ord . edu/entrie s/lucretius/ 

5 McLuhan's Wake, www.nfb.ca./mcluhanswake/understand.html 

6 " Suppose he is what he sounds like, the most important thinker since Newton, Darwin, Freud, Einstein, 
and Pavlov. What if he is right?", Tom Wolfe 
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The Four Causes of Reality 

The idea of four elements of a reality extends more than 2400 years in our 
history. Aristotle crystallized those thoughts into his philosophy of the four causes 
of reality. Numerous philosophers worked on and utilized the four causes of 
reality since 322 BC when Aristotle died. The clearest formulation in recent times 
was by William Crews in his book The Four Causes of Reality. He defines the 
four causes and describes them as a linear progression that to modern literate 
man makes a great deal of sense. 

In Crew's formulation, the four causes are: 

1. Material cause (what is it made of, entity, components, parts) 

2. Formal cause (what provides the form, shape, design) 

3. Efficient cause (what makes it real, plan, work process) 

4. Final cause (what is it's purpose) 

Each of the four causes can themselves have four causes, and so on. In early 
Greek formulation, the four elements of the material cause were earth, wind, 
water and fire. 

Consider a simple example - building a house. All the component parts are the 
material cause. The blueprints are the formal cause. The construction plan and 
the skills of the workers are the efficient cause. The final cause is for the house 
to become a home when people occupy it. 

Note that each cause has the potential to become a home. However, it takes the 
sequence of all causes to become a home. It is also easier to deconstruct a 
reality that is in final cause. It is easy to see how it became a home. It is not so 
easy to see the final cause from the earlier causes. 

Artists, poets, innovators, entrepreneurs, futurists and other creative types have 
the ability to see the potential earlier than most. 

This philosophical concept of four causes permeates everything we do, even if 
the reality is inside our minds. Crews asserts that the four causes even shapes 
our destiny. Primitive societies were all about material causes. Western 
industrialization is all about efficient cause. He projects that we are moving from 
a third cause society to a fourth cause society now. 
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The Medium is the Message 



"We shape or tools and our tools shape us. 
Marshal McLuhan 



One of Marshal McLuhan's great insights is captured in the enigmatic statement, 
"The medium is the message". Media are the extensions of our senses - hearing, 
sight, taste, touch or smell. When a new media technology is introduced it 
extends one or more of our senses, isolating us from the normal way of 
perceiving the senses and altering the balance of our senses. Like a fish 
swimming deep in the ocean, it is very difficult to perceive other than our created 
environment as real. "It's hard to read the label when you're inside the bottle" is 
the way Roy Williams expressed the idea. In an interview with Playboy in 1969, 
McLuhan stated, "I call this particular form of self hypnosis Narcissus narcosis, a 
syndrome whereby man remains as unaware of the psychic and social effects of 
his new technology as a fish of the water it swims in. As a result, precisely at the 
point where a new media-induced environment becomes all pervasive and 
transmogrifies our sensory balance, it also becomes invisible." 

McLuhan had a difficult time explaining this in the 1960s and it still a difficult 
concept to get hold of. He wrote in 1964, "I am in the position of Louis Pasteur 
telling doctors that their greatest enemy was quite invisible, and unrecognized by 
them. Our conventional response to all media, namely that it is how they are 
used that counts, is the numb stance of the technological idiot. For the content of 
a medium is like the juicy piece of meat carried by the burglar to distract the 
watchdog of the mind." He continues, "The effects of technology do not occur at 
the level of opinion or concepts, but alter the sense ratios or patterns of 
perceptions steadily and without resistance. The serious artist is the only person 
able to encounter technology with impunity, just because he is an expert aware 
of the changes in sense perceptions," In the Playboy interview, he drew an even 
stronger metaphor, "The content or message of any particular medium has about 
as much importance as the stenciling on the casing of an atomic bomb." 

Most people can only perceive the changes in sensory perception of old media. 
The impacts can be perceived only when a new media has replaced the old, then 
still only to a few. We exist by looking in our rearview mirror. 

McLuhan again, "Because we are benumbed by any new technology - which in 
turn creates a totally new environment - we tend to make the old environment 
more visible; we do so by turning it into an art form and attaching ourselves to the 
objects and atmosphere that created it..." 
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McLuhan also points out the content of a new media is the old media. The 
content of books was the stories told. The content of movies was books. The 
content of TV was, among other things, movies. 

One of McLuhan's enigmatic metaphors was the electric light. He considered the 
electric light as pure media, no message. Yet the effects in transforming society 
are utterly pervasive. It becomes easier to understand if we reflect on the fact 
that all of our senses perceive energy. Sight and hearing are easy to understand 
in this context. We perceive a certain range of sound energy and electromagnetic 
energy. We feel through our touch sense the presence of infrared energy or 
molecular motion (hot) or it's absence (cold). To feel the air, it must move past us 
or us through it (kinetic energy). We move our hands or bodies in order to feel 
another person, etc. for us to smell something it must be moved to us or us to it. 
Then when the molecule is detected by our organ of smell, it is converted into 
energy for us to perceive it. The same thing is true for taste. 

The electric light is pure energy, pure medium, and yet it transformed modern 
society, and unbalanced our sense perception ratios in favor of the visual. 

The atomic bomb is pure energy, completely medium and totally transformational 
affecting all of our sensory perceptions. 

Our sensory systems were perfected for the preliterate human. Any extension of 
our senses unbalances the ratio of sense perceptions balanced for a very 
different environment and alters our society and us. 

McLuhan wrote, "Pope Pius XII was deeply concerned that there should be 
serious study of the media today. On February 17, 1950, he said: 

It is not an exaggeration to say that the future of modern society and the stability 
of its inner life depend in large part on the maintenance of equilibrium between 
the strength of the techniques of communication and capacity of the individuals 
own reaction. 

Failure in this respect has for centuries been typical and total for mankind. 
Subliminal and docile acceptance of media impacts has made them prisons 
without walls for their human users." 

Poets often warn us of the changes, as they are sensitive to shifts in sense 
perceptions. Writes McLuhan, "When Sputnik had gone into orbit a school 
teacher asked her second-graders to write some verse on the subject. One child 
wrote: 

The stars are so big, 
The earth is so small, 
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Stay as you are." 



Hot and Cool Media 

The concepts of hot and cool media created by McLuhan have been equally 
difficult to grasp. A hot medium is a single sense extension, high definition 
medium with low audience participation required for completion. A cool medium 
is low definition medium requiring a high degree of audience participation for 
completion. Under this schema, books are hot and conversations are cool. "A 
cool medium like hieroglyphic or ideogrammic written characters has very 
different effects from the hot and explosive medium of the phonetic alphabet," 
wrote McLuhan. A photograph is hot, but a cartoon is cool. A lecture is hot 
whereas a seminar or workshop is cool. Radio is hot and the telephone is cool. 
Movies are hot and TV is cool. The Internet is cool. 

It is important in understanding these concepts that they are relative (i.e. as 
contrasted in pairs as I've done). The telephone is cool in relation to print, but hot 
in relation to face to face conversation. They are also poetic, not rational. 

A good example of the effects of a cool medium is to watch yourself or others on 
the phone. Only the auditory sense channel is being used, but we respond with 
body motions, eye movements and intonation as though we were in a face to 
face conversation. 

Gordon Gow offers this explanation, "When any one of our senses are extended 
in high definition a concomitant suppression of the other senses is required in 
order to grasp or engage with the presented field of data. Taking on the phonetic 
alphabet thus requires us to discipline our eyes to follow the lock-step patterns of 
writing and to avoid aimless roaming. Further, reading (if done carefully) requires 
us to suppress or shut down extraneous sensory input such as noise, vibrations, 
physical stimuli, and so on. The brain, then, must work very hard to shut out the 
noise and enable concentration on the page. No wonder reading can be so 
tough, the brain is working (hotting-up) to suppress all those other tasty 
distractions that are constantly bombarding it." 

"Cool media, though, allow for increased interplay among the senses. The eye 
has greater freedom to roam the visual field. The eye approaches a cartoon very 
differently than the printed word. When engaged in face-to-face dialogue all of 
the senses are employed as means of message completion. Indeed, all of our 
senses are massaged as they work together to assemble meaning. Less 
suppression by the brain (the sensory gates are all open) means greater 
participation. 

The more that meaning is derived from a single point of intense focus, the hotter 
the medium. The more that meaning is derived from a spectrum of sources 
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(especially non-linear) - a sensory buffet if you will - the cooler the medium. A 
single point of focus requires heavy filtering of sensory input. A wide spectrum of 
focus on dynamic forms involves less filtering and greater all-round sensory 
engagement." 

Content that plays to the strength of the medium has a strong effect. For example 
in our presidential election history, Nixon who had a hot persona did not do well 
on TV (a cool medium), but Kennedy (a cool persona) did. TV programs that 
depict process (cool) do better than those that don't because they involve the 
viewer in the process (i.e. serials, reality shows, the coverage of major events 
like wars and natural disasters, sports events). 

The death of Johnny Carson recently reemphasized his impact on the US. He 
was the ultimate cool persona and he entered our minds easily through the cool 
medium of TV. 

The medium has a different effect depending upon the culture into which the 
medium is placed. Radio, a hot medium, used in a cool (preliterate) culture has a 
violent effect. Radio in a hot culture (literate) becomes entertainment. "A cool or 
low literacy culture cannot accept hot media like movies or radio as 
entertainment. They are, at least, as radically upsetting for them as the cool TV 
medium has proved to be for our high literacy world," writes McLuhan. 

TV has cooled down American culture making radio an agent for change, 
whereas it was once entertainment. 

Going back into our history at least as far as the Greeks, we have understood 
that anything in the affairs of men carried to its extreme reverses itself. The 
atomic bomb, the "ultimate" weapon of war became a force for peace. Easy 
access, twenty-four hours a day to emergency medical care became the ER that 
is now jammed with people seeking attention to the point that it no longer has its 
original characteristics. In talking about a restaurant favored by celebrities, and 
thus attracting others, Yoga Berra said, "No one goes there anymore. It's too 
crowded." 

"The principle that during the stages of their development all things appear under 
forms opposite to those that they finally present is an ancient doctrine. Interest in 
the power of things to reverse themselves by evolution is evident in a great 
diversity of observations, sage and jocular. Alexander Pope wrote: 

Vice is a monster of such frightful mien 
As to be hated needs but to be seen; 
But seen too oft, familiar with its face, 
We first endure, the pity, then embrace. 
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A caterpillar gazing at the butterfly is supposed to have remarked, "Well, you'll 
never catch me in one of those durn things." - McLuhan 

The Greeks and the Chinese both warned their cultures about the dangers of 
reversals due to overheating. "Is it not evident in every human situation that is 
pushed to a point of saturation that some precipitation occurs? asks McLuhan. 
"When all of the available resources and energies have been played up in an 
organism or in any structure there is some kind of reversal of pattern." 



Pre-literate to Literate to Post Literate 

This is the story of two discontinuous transformations that have occurred in 
Western civilization over the last 2400 years. The first began with the invention of 
the alphabetic phonetic language and writing and the second began with the 
invention of electric communication. The transformation from a pre-literate 
civilization to a literate one was a transformation from a cool society to a hot one. 
The transformation we are now in the middle of is a transformation from a hot 
society to a cool one. Literacy for the purposes of this discussion is limited to 
alphabetic phonetic capability. 

In one of the mythologies about Cadmus of Phoenicia, Cadmus slays a terrible 
dragon. Because he has no soldiers, he is instructed by the gods to plant the 
dragon's teeth. From these teeth grow soldiers. Legend has it that Cadmus was a 
real figure and that he introduced the concept of the alphabet developed in 
Phoenicia to Greece. The mythology is metaphor for what may be history. The 
mythology suggests the enormous power that the phonetic alphabet had on 
society. 

"In terms of the extensions of man, the theme of the dragon's teeth in the 
Cadmus myth is of the utmost importance. Elias Canetti in Crowds and Power 
reminds us that the teeth are an obvious agent of power in man, and especially in 
many animals. Languages are filled with testimony to the grasping, devouring 
power and precision of teeth. That the power of letters as agents of aggressive 
order and precision should be expressed as extensions of the dragon's teeth is 
natural and fitting. Teeth are emphatically visual in their linear order. Letters are 
not only like teeth visually, but their power to put teeth into the business of 
empire building is manifest in our Western history. 

The phonetic alphabet is a unique technology... in which semantically 
meaningless letters are used to correspond to semantically meaningless 
sounds," writes McLuhan. Yet when they are combined together to create words 
the sounds correspond to the spoken word. And, they can be written down 
transforming an auditory perception into a visual one. Our brains learned to 
reverse the process transforming something sensed visually into mental 
sensations of the sounds, or if read out loud, to the sounds themselves. 
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The phonetic alphabet taught us divisibility, sequence logic, liner time and 
continuous space, among other things. It totally transformed concepts of space 
and time. It is the exact precursor for assembly lines, organizational structures 
and specialization of labor. Gutenberg's invention of the moveable type printing 
press is a reflection of those changes, a model for industrialization, and enabler 
of the rapid diffusion of the transformation. It was as though Cadmus had 
discovered how to clone those soldiers. 

According to McLuhan, "Psychically, the printed book, an extension of the visual 
faculty, intensified perspective and the fixed point of view. Associated with the 
visual stress on point of view and the vanishing point that provides the illusion 
that space is visual, uniform and continuous. The linearity, precision and 
uniformity of the arrangement of moveable types are inseparable from these 
great cultural forms and innovations of Renaissance expereince. The new 
intensity of visual stress and private point of view in the first century of printing 
were united to the means of self-expression made possible by the typographic 
extension of man. 

Socially, the typographic extension of man brought in nationalism, industrialism, 
mass markets and universal literacy and education. For print presented an image 
of repeatable precision that inspired totally new forms of extending social 
energies. Print released great physic and social energies in the Renaissance ... 
by breaking the individual out of the traditional group while providing a model of 
how to add individual to individual in massive agglomeration of power. The same 
spirit of private enterprise that emboldened authors and artists to cultivate self 
expression led other men to create giant corporations, both military and 
commercial." 

Literacy changed the ratio of importance of our sense. The visual sense has 
dominated Western civilization. This has put us out of balance with our 
environment. McLuhan quoted Steiner, '"It set in motion the dissonance, the 
dialectic of human consciousness. Unlike animal species we are out of balance 
with and in the world. Speech is the consequence and the maintainer of this 
disequilibrium.' ... This finding strongly suggests a direct relation between an 
imbalance in first nature and the origin of speech and artifacts - second nature. 
Steiner is also acutely aware of the enhancement (cognition) and retrieval (re- 
cognition, re-making) aspects of language and suggests that the discovery of the 
retrieval function that enabled speakers to flip language out of content and into 
technology." 

In science, this era produced Newton, some 200 years after Gutenberg 
encapsulated the literate perception of physics and mathematics. Science itself, 
as we now know it, is a result of the typographic extension of man. Ironically, it 
was this organized approach to science that began to give us clues that our 
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worldview was changing. Discoveries of electromagnetic energy, the uncertainty 
principle, the duality of particles and waves, special relativity, quantum 
mechanics, general relativity and chaos began to alter our perspectives of time, 
space, energy, mass and causality. 

The invention of the telegraph in the 1790's signaled the first electrical extension 
of man's senses. This was followed by photography, the telephone, recorded 
sound, movies, radio, TV, the computer and networks. The technology switched 
from electric to electronics, from analog to digital and from hardware to software. 

All of these media were extensions of the sense of hearing or seeing, or both. 
They all had the effect of compressing time and space, and blurring the linkage 
of cause and effect. 

"In fact we can look back at 3000 years of differing degrees of visualization, 
atomization and mechanization and at least recognize the mechanical age as an 
interlude between two great organic eras of culture. The age of print, which held 
sway from approximately 1500 to 1900, had its obituary tapped out by the 
telegraph, the first of the new electric media, and further obsequies were 
registered by the perception of curved space and non-Euclidean mathematics in 
the early years of century (20 th ), which revived tribal man's discontinuous time- 
space concepts - and which even Spenger dimly perceived as the death knell of 
Western literate values. The development of telephone, radio, film, television and 
the computer have driven further nails into the coffin. Today, television is the 
most significant of the electric media because it permeates nearly every home in 
the country, extending the nervous system of every viewer as it works over and 
molds the entire sensorium with the ultimate message. It is television that is 
primarily responsible for ending the visual supremacy that characterized all 
mechanical technology, although each of the other electric media have played 
contributing roles," observes McLuhan. (Note this is a quote from him in 1969.) 

Tony Schwartz summed this change succinctly. "Since the introduction of the 
telephone, radio and television, our society has undergone a dramatic qualitative 
change: We have become a post-literate society. Electronic media, rather than 
the printed word, are now our major means of non-face-to-face communication." 

Television does something else however that is even more transformational. TV 
is made up of pixels, small points of light, that flicker with different intensities and 
colors, as they are scanned by the circuits producing the image. As a result, the 
image is never really there. In order to "see" the image, the brain has to 
reconstruct the image continuously. This is a visual process that it's never had to 
do before. It is a mental process similar to hearing. A spoken word, sentence, 
paragraph or story never really exists in total. The brain gets the information as 
waves. It has to process the moment and connect it to the past to interpret the 
message. To the brain the TV screen is a mosaic of flickering lights that it has to 
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interpret. "In viewing television, the brain remembers previous lightwaves, sees 
the present ones, and anticipates future ones, putting the 'picture' together just 
as we put words together when we hear speech. This is a startling new 
development: For the first time in man's history our brains are being used by our 
eyes and ears in the same manner. In other words, with electronic media we now 
"see" by the same process by which we have always heard," writes Schwartz. 

TV is a cool medium because in engages the viewer in the process. Having 
learned this new trick of processing images like sound, the brain likes it. TV is 
addictive (maybe not in the clinical sense) but viewing TV induces an alpha state, 
a pleasant mental state associated with relaxation and those times just before 
and after sleep. A TV image anywhere in the field of view attracts the eyes. Have 
you noticed how hard it is to not look at a TV screen if it's within your field of 
view? 

"...the video image is one of low intensity or definition and thus, unlike either 
photograph or film, offers no detailed information about specific objects but 
instead involves the active participation of the viewer. The TV image is a mosaic 
mesh not only of horizontal lines but millions of tiny dots, of which the viewer is 
physiologically able to pick up only 50 or 60 from which he shapes the image; 
thus he is constantly filling in vague and blurry images, bringing himself into in- 
depth involvement with the screen and acting out a constant creative dialog with 
the iconoscope. The contours of the resultant cartoon like image are fleshed out 
within the imagination of the viewer, which necessitates great personal 
involvement and participation; the viewer, in fact, actually becomes the screen, 
whereas in film he becomes the camera," McLuhan observes. 

Mirroring the mosaic of the TV screen, today's media bombards the individual 
with a mosaic of flickering lights and sounds. The individual sits at the center of 
the world with almost instantaneous images and sounds from almost anywhere 
on earth, and a few places outside of earth. Most of the storehouse of western 
knowledge is rapidly becoming available to an ordinary person. Electronic 
information is simultaneously everywhere. 

Even the internal workings of a computer attack concepts of time. "Jeremy Rifkin 
shows that, thanks to the computer, visual centralized time is as obsolete as 
visual space. The Central Processing Unit orchestrates a ballet of operations in 
simultaneous times, chronology in counterpoint," writes McLuhan. "With this new 
timepiece, time is no longer a single fixed reference point that exists external to 
events. Time is now 'information' and is choreographed directly into the programs 
by the central processor." Clocks are all synchronized to each other and nature. 
"In contrast, computer time is independent of nature: it creates its own context." 
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Characteristics of the Post Literate Society 

The characteristics of a post literate society will in some ways be similar to a pre- 
literate society. What drives the similarities is that a pre-literate society was 
shaped predominately by the hearing sense while the post literate society is 
driven by both the hearing and visual senses, but the visual sense information is 
being processed like the hearing sense. In the literate society, the visual sense 
dominated. 

Describing the characteristics of something driven by the media is not an exact 
science. It is impossible to escape the impacts of the media themselves in 
attempting to describe their impacts. I'm using a hot media (the printed word) to 
describe a cool society. We are truly inside the jar and trying to read the label. 
However, I think that you will agree that some of these characteristics are already 
present in our society: 



Decentralization 

Pre-literate society was decentralized and fragmented. The printed word 
informed the centralization of hierarchies with fragmented specialization. This 
was one of the great successes of the Western world producing economies of 
great scale, governments, corporations and armies. This is changing, McLuhan 
writes, "The electronically induced technological extensions of our central 
nervous systems are immersing us in a world-pool of information movement and 
are thus enabling man to incorporate within himself the whole of mankind. The 
aloof and dissociated role of the literate man of the Western world is succumbing 
to the new, intense depth participation engendered by electronic media and 
bringing us back in touch with ourselves as well as with one another. But the 
instant nature of electric-information movement is decentralizing - rather than 
enlarging - the family of man into a new state of multitudinous tribal existences." 

McLuhan predicts that we are moving back into a tribal state, and that this 
movement will be met by forceful resistance. "Decentralization is today the 
burning issue... The tribes and the bureaucracy are antithetical means of social 
organization and can never coexist peacefully; one must destroy and supplant 
the other, or neither will survive," commented McLuhan. 

There is an implied element of more creativity with this network of tribes 
however. "Print centralizes socially and fragments psychically, whereas the 
electric media bring man together in a tribal village that is rich in creative mix, 
where there is actually more room for creative diversity than within the 
homogenized mass urban society of Western man," wrote McLuhan. 

One of the by-products of tribalization would be more social stability. "The world 
tribe will be essentially conservative like all iconic and inclusive societies; a 
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mythic environment lives beyond time and space and thus generates little radical 
social change. All technology becomes part of a shared ritual - such as 
Pharaonic Egypt - is far more stable and enduring than any fragmented visual 
society. The oral and auditory tribal society is patterned by acoustic space, a total 
and simultaneous field of relations alien to the visual world, in which points of 
view and goals make social change an inevitable and constant by product," 
commented McLuhan. 



Being 

We are a society driven by the force to become. In the U.S. we want the right to 
pursue happiness, not be happy. In the post literate society, the emphasis will 
return to being, as it was in pre-literate times. "According to Einstein himself, 
'becoming' in the three-dimensional space has being transformed into 'being' in 
the world of four dimensions..." McLuhan wrote quoting Capek. 

"Prior to the alphabet there was no outside world, no apparent separation of inner 
and outer, only the metamorphic flux of modes of being," commented McLuhan. 

The electronic media give us a mosaic that is constantly changing and 
instantaneous. It models a metaphoric flux of modes of being. 



Centricity 

The electric media provide us with the impression that we are the center of the 
world. All things radiate out from us to sense the world, "...in the mosaic of 
acoustic space, each element creates its own space, and everywhere is the 
center of the sphere," writes McLuhan 



Mimesis 

Mimesis was the primary mode of learning in pre-literate times. The poet, the 
bard, the minstrel, the storyteller, people who knew something about the world or 
life or even the future, successfully communicated that knowledge to others. This 
cool media involved the audience into the performance in such a way as to be 
memorable. In this process, the knower and the known became one in the minds 
of the audience. "For the preliterate, mimesis is not merely a mode of 
representation but 'the process whereby all men learn'; it was a technique 
cultivated by the oral poets and rhetors and used by everyone for knowing. This 
understanding survives in the maxim 'the cognitive agent is and becomes the 
thing known' ...It violates all the properties of the visual order, allowing neither 
objectivity nor detachment, nor any rational uniformity of expereince," comments 
McLuhan. Sometimes, mimetic agents were used that survive for years i.e. "In 
1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue" 
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Taken to its extreme, the knower becomes a god as a result of mimesis, i.e. the 
individuals who are icons of our pop culture. The messages imprinted in this case 
are deeply engraved. 



Boundlessness 

The concept of infinity was an invention of the literate order. In pre-literate times, 
the concept of boundlessness was employed. We are returning to 
boundlessness. "Another confusion arises in our minds, accustomed to infinity, 
concerning 'the boundless'. Boundlessness did imply infinity, but rather the 
absence offences or boundaries. "Boundless" had no implication of the infinite 
and shapeless extent of mental Euclidean space 7 or the Lucretian Void 8 ... On the 
contrary, it is frequently and specially used of circular or spherical shape, 
because on the circumference of the circle or sphere there is no beginning or 
end, no boundary separating one part from another," writes McLuhan. 



Simultaneity 

Time present and time past 

Are both present in time future 

And time future contained in time past... 

What might have been and what has been 

Point to one end, which is always present. 

T.S. Elliott 
Four Quartets 

Alphabetic phonetic literacy informed us that time was linear. The letters in a 
word, the words in a sentence, the sentences in a paragraph, the paragraphs in a 
book and so on, follow a linear sequence. "We have always found that our 
thinking is related to the structure of our communications. In pre-print, auditory 
cultures, only the present existed, and the old was considered an extension of 
the new. Between the pre-print and the electronic culture lay many centuries of 
print dominated culture. On a printed page, each line is an extension of the 
previous line, and in each sentence, each word extends from the previous word. 
The printed word fostered the concept that that the new is an extension of the 
old," wrote Schwartz. 

Now, informed by our media, physics and our poets, we are beginning to see 
time differently. The meaning of the past is influenced by the present, and the 
meaning of the present is influenced by the future. The future exists within the 
past and present as well. 



7 Ordinary two- or three-dimensional space 

8 The permanent constituents of the universe: atoms and void 
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To grasp how this is possible in an auditory culture, consider the following: The 
cow jumped over the moon. Note that when you hear this sentence, it begins with 
'the cow'. In your mind there are many kinds of cows; it is potential. When 
'jumped' is said, the number of cows becomes severely limited. And, then 'over 
the moon" changes the meaning of both the 'cow' and 'jumped". 

"In acoustic space, everything or event creates its own space and time," wrote 
McLuhan. 

The cubist painters and the 'modern' classical composers were trying to use their 
art form to depict this new reality of multiple perspectives at once. 



Indeterminacy 

Informed by our physics, we now know that it impossible to determine exactly 
time and spatial elements of all of our world. We have resorted to statistics in an 
attempt to explain the mechanics of small elements of our universe. The 
mathematics of chaos and complexity force us to admit that there are just some 
things we cannot know for certain. The young, not equipped with sufficient 
knowledge of history, the present and relationships, when presented with the 
instantaneous mosaic of world wide information may see the world as random 
and unpredictable. They cannot discern the limits of predictability. 



Fields 

Linkages, connections and networks are the purview of the age of literacy. The 
post-literate age is concerned with fields. Theories suggest that our reality is 
space-time and that all parts of space-time are filled with fields. All energy and 
matter may be specific manifestations of general fields. 

We know that electromagnetic fields that explain how most matter within our 
normal perception interacts are wavelike in nature. Waves, like acoustic waves, 
interfere and reinforce each other. 

McLuhan chose his characterization of the post literate world as acoustic based 
upon this metaphor. 

In acoustic space it isn't how things and events are linked together, it's how their 
fields interact to produce interference patterns that are the topography of the 
space. 

Acoustic space will be about fields. 
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The Four Laws 

The four causes of reality, as we know them today, are a product of literate 
culture. If we are moving into a post literate culture, what becomes of the four 
causes? The four causes are linear and logical, and they appeal to our common 
sense being the product of our alphabetic phonetic language. What will replace 
the four causes in the nonlinear, non-logical post literate reality? 

McLuhan started in pursuit of four laws of media, and discovered what he 
thought might be laws relevant to all the artifacts of man. Remember that media 
are the extensions of man's senses. McLuhan realized that all technologies are 
extensions of man. And, tools are the manifestations of technology. A hammer is 
an extension of our hand; the claw our fingernails. An engine is an extension of 
our arms and legs. Radio waves and electricity are extensions of our nervous 
system. A computer is an extension of our brains. Microscopes and telescopes 
are extensions of our sight. McLuhan postulated that the four laws he discovered 
were valid for all the artifacts of man and challenged all to find counter examples. 

Marshall and Eric McLuhan wrote, "More of the foundation of this new science 
consists of proper systematic procedure. We propose no underlying theory to 
attack or defend, but rather a heuristic device, a set of four questions, which we 
call a tetrad. They can be asked (and the answers checked by anyone, 
anywhere, at any time, about any human artifact). The tetrad was found by 
asking, 'What general, verifiable (that is, testable) statements can be made about 
all media?' We were surprised to find only four, here posed as questions: 

■ What does it enhance or intensify? 

■ What does it render obsolete or displace? 

■ What does it retrieve that was previously obsolesced? 

■ What does it produce or become when pressed to an extreme?" 



There is no temporal, sequential, logical or spatial relationship between these 
four states of being. They represent states of being that will exist for any 
technology. All four are inherent in each technology at all times. In that sense, 
they are simultaneous. 

"The tetrad - the four laws considered together as a cluster - is an instrument for 
revealing and predicting the dynamics of situations and innovations," wrote 
McLuhan. "Insofar as the tetrads are a means of focusing awareness of hidden 
or unobserved qualities in our culture and technology, they act 
phenomenologically...AII human artifacts are human utterances, or outerings, and 
as such they are linguistic and rhetorical entities. At the same time, the 
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etymology of all human technologies is to be found in the human body itself: they 
are, as it were, prosthetic devices, mutations, metaphors of the body or its parts. 
The tetrad is exegesis 9 on four levels, showing not the mythic, but the logos 10 - 
structure of each artifact, and giving its four 'parts' as metaphor or word." 

If McLuhan is correct, the tetrad can lead us to an understanding of the being of 
all things. 

To understand the tetrad requires an understanding of its four actions - enhance, 
reverse, retrieve and obsolesce. 



Enhance 

Enhance is the easiest of the four actions to understand. It is the logical basis for 
all technology. Enhancement is the central goal of every innovator. The 
microscope enhances our ability to see. It provided us with information about the 
world of microbes that helped enhance our lives. The microscope when 
combined with scalpels enhance the surgeons ability to the point that he or she 
can do microsurgery restoring functions of our body in radically new ways. 
However, in the McLuhan formulation, it is equally important to consider what 
extension of man is being enhanced. 

"What does the artifact enhance or intensify or make possible or accelerate? This 
can be asked concerning a wastebasket, a painting, a steamroller, or a zipper, as 
well as about a proposition in Euclid or a law of physics. It can be asked about 
any word or phrase in any language," commented McLuhan. 



9 Exegesis comes from the Greek EXEGESIS, an explanation, from EXEGEISTHAI, to show the way, to 
lead, to explain; EX, out, and HEGEISTHAI, to lead, guide, from AGEIN, to lead. It is the exposition, critical 
analysis, or interpretation of a word, literary passage, etc. (Source: 
http://exegesis.dyndns.org/exegesis/exegesis.html) 

10 Literally, logos, did mean word. It could also mean utterance, speech, logic, or reason, to name but a few. 
Heraclitus of Ephesus, who lived in the sixth century, BC, was the first philosopher we know of to give 
logos a philosophical or theological interpretation. Heraclitus might in fact be called the first western 
philosopher, for his writings were perhaps the first to set forth a coherent system of thought akin to what 
we now term philosophy. Although his writings are preserved only in fragments quoted in the writings of 
others, we know that he described an elaborate system touching on the ubiquity of change, the dynamic 
interplay of opposites, and a profound unity of things. The Logos seemed to figure heavily in his thought 
and he described it as a universal, underlying principle, through which all things come to pass and in which 
all things share. 

This notion of The Logos was further developed by Stoic philosophers over the next few centuries. The 
Stoics spoke of The Logos as the Seminal Reason, through which all things came to be, by which all things 
were ordered, and to which all things returned. (Source: 
http://web.engr.oregonstate.edu/~funkk/Personal/logos.html) 
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Obsolesce 

This is fairly easy to understand as well. Innovators generally consider what is 
being obsolesced by the innovations. What few if anyone contemplates is what 
sense, faculty, or organ of mankind is obsolesced by the innovations. In 
McLuhan's words, "If some aspect of a situation is enlarged or enhanced, 
simultaneously the old condition or unenhanced situation is displaced thereby. 
What is pushed aside or obsolesced by the new 'organ'." 



Retrieve 

In this concept to retrieve is bringing forward things from the past. The new 
innovation always brings with it previous innovations or applications. McLuhan 
explained it this way, "What recurrence or retrieval of earlier actions and services 
is brought into play simultaneously by the new form? What older, previously 
obsolesced ground 11 is brought back and inheres in the new form?" 



Reverse 

Every innovation has within itself the seeds of its reversal. When pushed to its 
limits, the characteristics of the innovation will reverse. "When pushed to the 
limits of its potential (another complementary action), the new form will tend to 
reverse what had been its original characteristics. What is the reversal potential 
of the new form?" asks McLuhan. 

McLuhan wrote, "The tetrad of the effects of technologies and artifacts presents 
not a sequential process, but rather four simultaneous ones. All four aspects are 
inherent in each artifact from the start. The fours aspects are complementary, 
and require careful observation of the artifact in relation to its ground, rather than 
consideration in the abstract... In tetrad form, the artifact is seen to be not neutral 
or passive, but an active logos or utterance of the human mind or body that 
transforms the user and his ground." 

The four elements of the tetrad are not stepping-stones on a progression; they 
are elements of the being of the innovation. The questions are what is it 
enhancing, obsolescing, retrieving, and reversing? 



11 The individual perceives the environment as a total unit; he/she responds to the whole of what is seen and 

this whole is composed of the stimuli of which the person is aware or to which he/she attends, the 

" spontaneous concentration" of contact (the figure) and those of which the person is not aware or does not 

attend (the ground). The figure/ground process is perceptual and changes momentarily. (Source: 

http://www.afn.org/~gestalt/fignd.htm) 
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The interplay of figure (what we are aware of) and ground (what we are not 
aware of) is constantly in flux. Innovation in medium rapidly becomes a new 
ground, and the medium supplanted become the message (figure) of the new 
media (ground). 

The tetrad can help us gain awareness of our being by considering both figure 
and ground. Without that awareness we are as 'robots' perfectly responding. 
"The vortex of side-effects was penned by Joyce: 'willed without witting, whorled 
without aimed.' There is no inevitability where there is willingness to pay 
attention." wrote McLuhan 



The Wave of the Future 

This article began with a quote attributed to 
Howard Hughes in the movie The Aviator . It 
occurs at the end of the movie after Hughes 
has sensed that jet engines were to be an 
important innovation in the airline industry. The 
metaphor of the 'wave of the future' has greater 
significance than its usage may imply. 



The Great Wave. Hokusai 

Waves are metaphor of the post-literate age. Ocean waves have long term 
trends and periodicity, but individual waves are not predictable. There is 
indeterminacy about them. And, they are fractals. No two waves are exactly 
alike, but we can easily recognize a wave when we see one. 

I addition, in the 'acoustic" environment of the post literate environment, a wave 
is metaphor for the interaction of fields. It is the 'wave nature' of things that we 
must attend to. 

If McLuhan is right, the wave of the future is an enormous transformation of the 
Western world with incredible effects. 

Lewis Lapham warns in the introduction to the MIT Press edition of 
Understanding Media, "By eliminating the dimensions of time and space, the 
electronic forms of communication also eliminate the presumption of cause and 
effect. Typographic man assumed that A follows B, that people who make things 
- whether cities, ideas, families, or works of art - measure their victories over 
periods of time longer than those sold to the buyers of commercials. Graphic 
man imagines himself living in an enchanted garden of the eternal now. If all the 
world can be seen simultaneously, and all mankind's joy and suffering is always 
and everywhere present (if not on CNN, or Oprah, then on Sunday Night Movie' 
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or MTV), nothing necessarily follows from anything else. Sequence becomes 
merely additive instead of causative. Like all nomadic hordes wandering across 
an ancient desert in search of the soul's oasis, graphic man embraces the 
pleasures of barbarism and swears fealty to the sovereignty of the moment." 

McLuhan closes his book The Four Laws of Media with an admonition, "The 
goal of science and the arts and of education for the next generation must be to 
decipher not the genetic but the perceptual code. In a global information 
environment, the old pattern of education in answer-finding is of no avail: one is 
surrounded by answers, millions of them moving and mutating at electric speed. 
Survival and control will depend upon the ability to probe and to question in the 
proper way and place. As the information that constitutes the environment is 
perpetually in flux, so the need is not for fixed concepts but rather for the ancient 
skill for reading that book, for navigating through an ever uncharted and 
unchartable milieu. Else we will have no more control of this technology and 
environment than we have of the wind and the tides." 
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